Change in Autonomic Nervous Activity during Ingestion of Soft Food in Older Nursing Home Residents.
The deterioration in masticatory function often seen in older adults rules out the consumption of hard foods, while a common decline in autonomic nervous response often observed in older adults may result in maladjustment to environmental stresses. The purpose of this study was to investigate whether autonomic nervous activity in older adults increased during the mastication of soft foods compared to at rest. The participants comprised 9 volunteer nursing home residents aged 78 to 100 years. All consumed soft rice as a grain dish and coarsely chopped food as side dishes. The coefficient of variation of R-R intervals (CVRR) and high-frequency (HF) power on electrocardiograph (ECG) served as indices of parasympathetic nervous activity, while the low-frequency (LF)/HF ratio served as an index of sympathetic nervous activity. Total power, reflecting the level of autonomic nervous activity, was also measured. We measured autonomic nervous activity while nursing home residents were eating lunch. HF was 3,457.4±3,037.5 ms2 at rest and 4,085.1±3,697.7 ms2 during mastication. The CVRR was 26.8±16.9% at rest and 26.1±16.1% during mastication. No significant difference was observed in HF or CVRR. On the other hand, the LF/HF ratio was 0.77±0.24 ms2 at rest and 31.0±3.77 ms2 during mastication (p=0.011). A significant difference was observed in the LF/HF ratio between the resting and masticating conditions. Total power was 6,244.1±5,752.5 ms2 at rest and 8,417.7±7,266.4 ms2 during mastication (p=0.038). A significant difference was also observed in total power between resting and masticating conditions. These results suggest that mastication of soft foods stimulates autonomic nervous activity in older adults. In conclusion, autonomic nervous activity increased during chewing soft foods compared to that during the resting level in older adults.